The movement towards evidence-based practice is alive and well in nursing circles, as evidenced by the number of conferences on the topic and the push to base our interventions on empirical data rather than intuition or what we have always done in the past. As I communicate with friends and colleagues from different disciplines, I hear the same theme as they all talk about the importance of evidence in selecting the course of action in their chosen professions.
School nursing practice needs to be based on evidence from carefully designed and controlled research studies. Such information will promote the advancement of the specialty, as well as ensure that children will receive the most appropriate and effective care in the school setting. In April 2000, I wrote an editorial on ''Master Gardeners and Research-Based Practice,'' relating the emphasis on using research findings in horticulture to the importance of using such evidence in school nursing practice (Denehy, 2000b) . Please go back and read this editorial because it continues to be applicable today. However, there is increasing urgency that we move in this direction to clearly demonstrate the effectiveness of school nursing. Not only is this critical to the delivery of expert care to children, it is also crucial in maintaining school nurse positions at this time when the budgetary ax threatens to cut these valuable services from many schools.
Although school nurses can use evidence-based recommendations from related professions (see the National Guidelines Clearing House-a resource for evidence-based clinical practice guidelines at http:// www.guideline.gov/index.asp), the specialty of school nursing needs to take responsibility for doing research that will provide the evidence needed to show the effectiveness of its practice. Translated, this means that research needs to be done on interventions that school nurses implement in their daily work with children and families. What is particularly essential is research that determines the effectiveness or outcomes of specific nursing interventions. This research then needs to be reported in publications that target practicing school nurses because this is the audience that will use these findings to change practice. As the edi-tor of The Journal of School Nursing, I know that a number of readers are concerned that the Journal publishes too many research articles, and their eyes turn glassy when they see the section on methodology or tables. However, I continue to strive to have authors make the Implications for School Nursing Practice section user-friendly and applicable to the practice setting.
I see many research studies submitted to the journal on a wide range of topics. What I generally do not see are studies that test the effectiveness of an intervention, data that are needed to move toward evidencebased practice. The exception is the testing of education programs for students, parents, or staff in which a pretest is done to determine baseline knowledge level, the intervention is implemented, and a posttest is done to determine knowledge level after the intervention. Although this kind of study yields important data, it is quite predictable that there will be an increase in knowledge postintervention, especially if the test is administered soon after the educational intervention. However, the purpose of health education is change of behavior, but few studies have examined postintervention behavior. There are important reasons for this. First, many of the interventions are designed to influence or change behavior in the future. For instance, educational interventions designed to prevent students from starting to smoke or to use drugs, to delay the onset of sexual activity, or to encourage exercise and a healthy diet have long-term goals and often have many confounding variables that are impossible to control. In addition, as nurses we are concerned about behaviors not only the day after the intervention is completed, but also next month, next year, and perhaps even years later. Second, the individuals who are doing research in school nursing tend to be graduate students who do research studies as part of their program, with an eye to graduation-not undertaking a long-term study. Faculty in schools of nursing also conduct research, but the emphasis on promotion and tenure often mitigates against doing a long-term study of this nature. Finally, confounding the problem of doing research on behaviors is the measurement of outcomes. There is a high rate of sub-ject dropout over time as children move, as well as the dilemma of using self-report of behavior as a valid measure.
In June 2002, the Journal published ''Research Priorities in School Nursing,'' which were determined during a summit of school nursing leaders and nursing researchers in child health (Edwards, 2002) . This document gives direction for school nurses and academicians doing or contemplating doing research in school nursing. These priorities can be used as a guide to determine what problems have a high priority and will advance the specialty of school nursing. It is interesting to note that the top five research issues relate to outcomes: (a) impact of school nurse services on student health, (b) relationship between school nurse practice and education outcomes, (c) benefits and cost-effectiveness of school health services, (d) value of school health services to the education system, and (e) predictors of outcomes for students, including special needs students. Items ranked 6, 7, and 8 are (a) nursing interventions for mental health promotion, (b) characteristics of successful school nurse interventions, and (c) prevention and interventions for children with chronic diseases. This emphasis on interventions (what we do) and outcomes (the effectiveness of what we do) is consistent with our need to move toward evidence-based practice and should shape the research agenda for school nursing in the future.
How we will get there is certainly a valid question. Looking at the history of nursing research will give us some perspective on where we have been, where we are now, and where we need to be going. Early nursing research looked at characteristics of nurses, their backgrounds, education, and beliefs. Then there was a movement toward examining different forms of nursing delivery, such as team nursing and primary nursing, as well as nursing management. Next was a trend to study patient or client characteristics, particularly clients or families experiencing certain disease conditions, with the intent of giving us a greater understanding of these clients, their perceptions, and their coping mechanisms. Inherent in these findings was the identification and validation of problems that subsequently would require nursing action (interventions). In the last decade, there was emphasis on the importance of testing nursing interventions, although this type of research is more rigorous, time-consuming, and costly than distributing questionnaires to patients, family, or staff. Currently, the emphasis on testing interventions continues, coupled with determining outcomes or effectiveness of interventions.
School nursing research has pretty much paralleled this trend, with studies examining characteristics, knowledge, beliefs, and perceptions of children and families-often done by graduate students as a degree requirement. Studies have also examined family and staff knowledge of particular conditions, perceptions of the role of the school nurse, characteristics of expert school nurses, and identification or validation of problems. School nursing research now needs to move toward the testing of interventions to determine what achieves the desired outcome goals (Denehy, 2000a) .
I would like to challenge faculty in schools of nursing that have programs for school nurses to join together to establish programs of research focusing on nursing interventions. Students enrolled in these programs would immediately become part of the research team devoted to in-depth study of a particular area. In this way, as each study is completed, implications for further research can be explored, and knowledge will develop in the area. We will begin to see research emanating from these programs published on a regular basis, with individual programs becoming known for their particular research interest. School nurse educators, now connected through the Consortium of School Nurse Educators, have a listserv and meet yearly at the National Association of School Nurses (NASN) annual conference. This is an opportunity to collaborate on programs of research and to join together to do multisite research across the nation.
We can no longer rely on isolated projects done by graduate students to provide the research base for our practice. We need centers with focused research led by the current generation of school nursing educators that will draw students into exciting programs of research that will have a measurable impact on school nursing practice in the future. NASN has a number of research awards available to their members, as well as a research consultant available to collaborate with those interested in getting involved in research. School nurses believe that they make a difference in the health and academic success of children-now it is time to provide the evidence to back up this claim.
